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apparatus. The tactile, highly skilled experimentalism that this graphical prosthesis demanded came 
primarily from medical training, but over time experimental physiology developed its own rules. Marey, 
for instance, claimed that there were two ways to “read” a graphical trace: ﬁrst, “a formal, cerebral, and 
intellectual calculation” involving “a mental reconstruction of the event or process inscribed”; second, 
the experimenter would get a “sense” or “direct perception of the qualities of the line” (pp. 23–24). Here, as 
in the arts, an “antilinguistic, antihermeneutic stance” also entailed a “rich repertoire of skilled interpreta-
tion” (p. 29). It is this consistent attention to rhetoric and practice that is the book’s ﬁnest achievement.
I have focused on Chapter 1 because it seems to me the richest—here the energetic, wide-ranging 
survey style that Brain adopts is most successful. If there is another high point in this uniformly excellent 
book, I think it is the discussion (Ch. 4) of Charles Henry’s “aesthetic protractor” and Seurat’s scientiﬁcally 
inspired paintings. This discussion draws on an earlier essay sharing the book’s title, but it is a pleasure to 
reread here, in this much broader context.
It is a credit to the prose and arguments of The Pulse of Modernism that its only real failings are those of 
production. Most glaringly, a book with long sections about color requires color illustrations. An imagina-
tive solution to this might be that the publishers create a Web site to accompany the book and do visual 
justice to its many virtues.
Boris Jardine
Boris Jardine is a Leverhulme Early Career Research Fellow at the University of Cambridge (Department of 
History and Philosophy of Science/Whipple Museum). His project is entitled “The Lost Museums of Cam-
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Sarah C. Alexander. Victorian Literature and the Physics of the Imponderable. (Science 
and Culture in the Nineteenth Century, 26.) ix + 204 pp., bibl., index. Brookﬁeld,  
Vt./ London: Pickering & Chatto, 2015. $45 (cloth).
Victorian Literature and the Physics of the Imponderable explores the way in which novelists, theorists, 
and men of science articulated what Sarah C. Alexander refers to as “imponderable matter”—namely, 
phenomena that were often undetectable and yet were deemed central to contemporary theories of phys-
ics. A central conceit of the book is that the typical story concerning Victorian science and literature is too 
focused on the relationship between scientiﬁc empiricism and literary realism and thus “ignores impor-
tant strains of thinking that privileged the spaces between the material and immaterial in the physical sci-
ences, social sciences and literature” (p. 7). A real strength of Alexander’s book is to show that the analysis 
of nonempirical, unseen forces was an important realm of knowledge that transcended the borderlands 
between ﬁction and science.
The central “imponderables” of the book include the “luminiferous ether” that was thought to be the 
medium by which radiant energy moved; the ﬁrst law of thermodynamics, which postulated the conser-
vation of energy; the second law of thermodynamics, which postulated the theory of entropy; and non- 
Euclidean geometry as represented by considerations of the fourth dimension. In addition to thinking 
about the way in which the imponderable discourses surrounding these scientiﬁc concepts were articu-
lated in a range of Victorian literary sources, Alexander considers how they were shaped by the larger con-
text of a rapidly transforming political economy and relates them to burgeoning theories of late capitalism 
and new imperialism. This larger framework works particularly well in Alexander’s analysis of Dickens’s 
Bleak House (1852–1853) and Our Mutual Friend (1864–1865), which are read as texts that bring to-
gether notions of the luminiferous ether and changing notions of capital and value in order to show that 
the “imponderable forces that govern the physical world also regulate the economic system” (p. 22). In 
a similar vein, Alexander examines late Victorian utopian novels, such as William Morris’s News from 
Nowhere (1890) and Samuel Butler’s Erewhon (1872), as presenting imagined societies that overcome the 
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forces of entropy in the physical world and the economic system by positing new forms of energy. She 
argues “that conceiving alternative societies at the ﬁn de siècle involved not simply reimagining social and 
economic relations, but also disentangling capitalist production from laws of thermodynamics” (p. 109).
While Alexander shows that there is much to be gained by focusing on the connection between 
theories of physics and the political economy in Victorian literature, this often comes at the expense 
of considering more relevant factors, such as the religious and the spiritual. In her discussion of ther-
modynamics, for instance, Alexander is certainly not the ﬁrst to connect entropic discourses with those 
of the science of labor, but there were important metaphysical concerns that underpinned much of 
the discussion surrounding issues such as heat death that are not explored. Balfour Stewart and P. G. 
Tait’s The Unseen Universe: Or, Physical Speculations on a Future State (1875) is invoked throughout 
as a central example of how physicists were wrestling with the wider implications of entropy, but the 
reader is left to wonder how their embrace of the afterlife might relate to the literary treatments of en-
tropy. Moreover, Alexander’s chapter on “Empire and the Fourth Dimension,” which reads Edwin A. 
Abbott’s Flatland (1884) as an “allegory of imperialism” (p. 122), unfortunately fails to appreciate Ab-
bott’s larger project of advocating for a “natural” religion that reconciled religious faith and scientiﬁc 
knowledge. From this perspective, the imponderable matter of Flatland is not the multidimensional 
spaces of British imperialism, but the multiple metaphysical dimensions that exist beyond our nar-
row perceptions. It would also help to know that much of the contemporary literature on the fourth 
dimension was written by spiritualists who were also especially concerned with establishing a science 
of imponderable matter.
With that said, Victorian Literature and the Physics of  the Imponderable makes an important contribu-
tion to the growing ﬁeld of Victorian science and literature. Moreover, the concept of “imponderables” is 
a useful one for thinking about many of the nonempirical agencies that were central to the shared terrain 
between science and literature in the late nineteenth century. That there are also important spiritual and 
metaphysical dimensions to the physics of the imponderable—dimensions not explored by Alexander—
suggests that there is much room for future ponderings on the subject. 
Finally, it is worth noting that because the Science and Culture in the Nineteenth Century series is 
now being distributed and published by the University of Pittsburgh Press, the book can be purchased 
directly from its Web site for $45, which is a substantial discount from the $99 that was originally charged 
by Pickering & Chatto.
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As her extensive endnotes show, Melanie Keene is a brave scholar, jumping into two already crowded 
ﬁelds, the study of Victorian fairies and the discussion of scientiﬁc popularizers in Darwin’s century. 
Fairies certainly abound in recent scholarship. As I sit at my desk, I glance over to a recent (Summer 
2015) issue of Victorian Studies: on its cover is a wood engraving by Richard Doyle of a fairy queen in 
a carriage piloted by a fairy and drawn by a cohort of butterﬂies. Nineteenth-century fairies have been 
examined relatively recently by Carole Silver (Oxford, 1999), Nicola Brown (Cambridge, 2006), and 
Caroline Sumpter (Macmillan, 2008), to name just a handful of authors. Victorian science popularizers, 
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